
   
  Page 1 of 4 

     

________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 
 

Georgetown Township Public Library | 1525 Baldwin Street | Jenison MI 49428 | 616.457.9620 | www.gtpl.org 
  

 

  
 
 

 
 
 
 

 

 
About This Book 

 
Winner of the 2002 Man Booker Prize for Fiction 
 
Pi Patel is an unusual boy. The son of a zookeeper, he has an encyclopedic knowledge of animal 
behavior, a fervent love of stories, and practices not only his native Hinduism, but also Christianity and 
Islam. When Pi is sixteen, his family emigrates from India to North America aboard a Japanese cargo 
ship, along with their zoo animals bound for new homes. 
 
The ship sinks. Pi finds himself alone in a lifeboat, his only companions a hyena, an orangutan, a 
wounded zebra, and Richard Parker, a 450-pound Bengal tiger. Soon the tiger has dispatched all but Pi, 
whose fear, knowledge, and cunning allow him to coexist with Richard Parker for 227 days lost at sea. 
When they finally reach the coast of Mexico, Richard Parker flees to the jungle, never to be seen again. 
The Japanese authorities who interrogate Pi refuse to believe his story and press him to tell them "the 
truth." After hours of coercion, Pi tells a second story, a story much less fantastical, much more 
conventional-but is it more true? 
 
Life of Pi is at once a realistic, rousing adventure and a meta-tale of survival that explores the redemptive 
power of storytelling and the transformative nature of fiction. It's a story, as one character puts it, to make 
you believe in God. 
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About the Author 

 
Yann Martel, the son of diplomats, was born in Spain in 1963. He grew up in Costa Rica, France, Mexico, 
Alaska, and Canada and as an adult has spent time in Iran, Turkey, and India. After studying philosophy 
in college, he worked at various odd jobs until he began earning his living as a writer at the age of twenty-
seven. He lives in Montreal. 
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Discussion Questions 

God, survival, and tiger behavior. It's hard to imagine a more invigorating combination of discussion 
topics. We hope that the following questions will enrich your reading of Pi's fantastic journey. After all, Pi 
didn't have to make his voyage alone; neither should you. May this guide serve as a pleasant 
companion.. 
 
1. In his introductory note Yann Martel says, "This book was born as I was hungry." What sort of 
emotional nourishment might Life of Pi have fed to its author? 
 
2. Pondicherry is described as an anomaly, the former capital of what was once French India. In terms of 
storytelling, what makes this town a appropriate choice for Pi's upbringing? 
 
3. Yann Martel recalls that many Pondicherry residents provided him with stories, but he was most 
intrigued by this tale because Mr. Adirubasamy said it would make him believe in God. Did Pi's tale alter 
your beliefs about God?  
 
4. Early in the novel, we discover that the narrator majored in religious studies and zoology, with 
particular interests in a sixteenth-century Kabbalist and the admirable three-toed sloth. In subsequent 
chapters, he explains the ways in which religions and zoos are both steeped in illusion. Discuss some of 
the other ways in which these two fields find unlikely compatibility.  
5. Yann Martel sprinkles the novel with italicized memories of the "real" Pi Patel and wonders in his 
author's note whether fiction is "the selective transforming of reality, the twisting of it to bring out its 
essence." If this is so, what is the essence of Pi? 
 
6. Pi's full name, Piscine Molitor Patel, was inspired by a Parisian swimming pool that "the gods would 
have delighted to swim in." The shortened form refers to the ratio of a circle's circumference divided by its 
diameter. Explore the significance of Pi's unusual name. 
 
7. One reviewer said the novel contains hints of The Old Man and the Sea, and Pi himself measures his 
experience in relation to history's most famous castaways. Considering that Pi's shipwreck is the first to 
focus on a boy and his tiger, how does Life of Pi compares to other maritime novels and films? 
 
8. How might the novel's flavor have been changed if Pi's sole surviving animal were the zebra or Orange 
Juice? (We assume that if the hyena had been the only surviving animal, Pi would not have lived to tell us 
his story.) 
 
9. In chapter 23, Pi sparks a lively debate when all three of his spiritual advisors try to claim him. At the 
heart of this confrontation is Pi's insistence that he cannot accept an exclusively Hindu, Christian, or 
Muslim faith; he can only be content with all three. What is Pi seeking that can solely be attained by this 
apparent contradiction? 
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10. What do you make of Pi's assertion at the beginning of chapter 16 that we are all "in limbo, without 
religion, until some figure introduces us to God"? Do you believe that Pi's piousness was a response to 
his father's atheism? 

11. Among Yann Martel's gifts is a rich descriptive palette. Regarding religion, he observes the green 
elements that represent Islam and the orange tones of Hinduism. What color would Christianity be, 
according to Pi's perspective? 
 
12. How do the human beings in your world reflect the animal behavior observed by Pi? What do Pi's 
strategies for dealing with Richard Parker teach us about confronting the fearsome creatures in our lives? 
 
13. Besides the loss of his family and possessions, what else did Pi lose when the Tsimtsum sank? What 
did he gain? 
 
14. Nearly everyone experiences a turning point that represents the transition from youth to adulthood, 
albeit seldom as traumatic as Pi's. What event marks your coming of age? 
 
15. How do Mr. Patel's zookeeping abilities compare to his parenting skills? Discuss the scene in which 
his tries to teach his children a lesson in survival by arranging for them to watch a tiger devour a goat. Did 
this in any way prepare Pi for the most dangerous experience of his life?  
 
16. Why did Pi at first try so hard to save Richard Parker? 
 
17. Pi imagines that his brother would have teasingly called him Noah. How does Pi's voyage compare to 
the biblical story of Noah, who was spared from the flood while God washed away the sinners? 

18. Is Life of Pi a tragedy, romance, or comedy? 
 
19. Do you agree with Pi's opinion that a zoo is more like a suburb than a jail? 
 
20. How did you react to Pi's interview by the Japanese transport ministers? Did you ever believe that Pi's 
mother, along with a sailor and a cannibalistic cook, had perhaps been in the lifeboat with him instead of 
the animals? How does Yann Martel achieve such believability in his surprising plots? 
 
21. The opening scene occurs after Pi's ordeal has ended. Discussing his work in the first chapter, Pi 
says that a necktie is a noose, and he mentions some of the things that he misses about India (in spite of 
his love for Canada). Would you say that this novel has a happy ending? How does the grown-up version 
of Pi contrast with his little-boy scenes?  
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Resources for additional information about book discussion choices and authors: 

Books & Authors  (Access through links to MeL Databases on Library’s webpage.) 
http://bna.galegroup.com/bna/ 
 
LitLovers.com 
www.litlovers.com 
 
Overbooked.com 
http://www.overbooked.com 
 
Penguin.com (USA) 
http://www.us.penguingroup.com/static/pages/bookclubs/index.html 
 
Reading Group Center 
http://reading-group-center.knopfdoubleday.com  
 
Reading Group Guides 
http://www.readinggroupguides.com 

  
  
Suggested print resources: 
 
The Book Club Companion: A Comprehensive Guide to the Reading Group Experience 
 Diana Loevy   
 374.22 Loevy 2006 
  
The Book Group Book: A Thoughtful Guide to Forming and Enjoying a Stimulating Book Discussion 
Group 
 Ellen Slezak (editor) 
 374.22 Book 2000 
  
Good Books Lately: The One-Stop Resource for Book Groups and Other Greedy Readers 
 Ellen Moore and Kira Stevens 
 374.22 Moore 2004 
  
Read It and Eat: A Month-by-Month Guide to Scintillating Book Club Selections and Mouthwatering 
Menus 
 Sarah Gardner 
 028.9 Gardner 2005 
  
The Reading Group Handbook: Everything You Need to Know, From Choosing Members to Leading 
Discussions 
 Rachel W. Jacobsohn 
 374.22 Jacobsohn 1994 
  
What Do I Read Next?  (Multi-volume set, annual editions) 
 Gale Research Inc. 
 R 016.813 What   

         


